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Fabric Facts 
for Wise Shoppers 
By Elizabeth Easton, 
Extension clothing specialist 
Advancing technology in the textile field has 
brought many new products to the doorstep of every 
consumer. The various textile fibers perform different-
ly and require different care and maintenance for sat-
isfactory results. Most modern clothing is easy to care 
for with only a few special restrictions. These restric-
tions can be learned by reading the label or other 
forms of descriptive information about the merchan-
dise and knowing the characteristics of the different 
types of fibers. 
Textile fibers from which today's fabrics are made 
are classified in three broad categories: natural, man-
made, and synthetic. Wool, cotton, silk, and linen are 
the most widely used natural fibers. Rayon and acetate 
are man-made fibers made from a natural raw mate-
rial. The truly synthetic fibers are those whose raw 
material originates in a laboratory. The synthetics 
produced in largest quantity include nylon, polyester, 
and acrylic. There are others produced in lesser quan-
tity which will not be discussed in this publication. 
The synthetics and acetate and triacetate are heat sen-
sitive fabrics. Man's ingenuity has also provided the 
natural fibers with characteristics, originally non-
existent, which make them easier to care for. Most of 
these improvements are the result of chemical finishes 
applied to produce any one of a number of perform-
ance characteristics, such as shrinkage control, soft-
ness, wrinkle resistance, and others. 
For purposes of simplification the Federal Trade 
Commission, in cooperation with the fiber producers, 
established generic names for all manufactured fibers. 
The generic name is the name of a family of fibers 
which has similar chemical composition and which 
behaves similarly. These are the names you should 
know. Since 1960, labeling with generic names has 
been required by law. The generic name on a label is 
not capitalized, while the trade name, selected by the 
producer, always is. Fiber content identification is 
needed ( 1) to identify the product (2) to aid the busi-
ness man in selling his product and (3) to aid you, the 
consumer, in making an intelligent selection. 
Look for fiber content information on printed 
hang tags, printed labels pasted on, printed sewn in 
labels, and on the ends of bolts or rollers, spools, wrap-
pers, or printed or woven into the selvage. 
A good label will tell you : 
1. Fiber content (nylon, polyester, etc.) 
2. Fabric finish 
3. Information on use and care 
4. Name and address of manufacturer 
5. Brand name ( optional) 
The Textile Fiber Products Identification Act 
states that the name and percentage by weight of all 
fibers present in amounts of more than 5% must be 
present in order of predominance and plainly legible 
on the label. The law requires that all fiber identifi-
cation labels and all similar advertising tell this in the 
following way: (example: 75% polyester fiber, 25% 
cotton). Treat the garment according to the major 
fiber content. Trade marks may also appear on the 
label, but the basic family (generic) name must be 
there. Each fiber family is different in its own way. To 
care for the family clothing wisely one needs to know 
what fibers are present and how they behave. 
Generally speaking it is sufficient to know that all 
of the synthetic or man-made fibers behave somewhat 
alike. They all wash easily and dry quickly. They re-
quire little ironing. However, they are all thermo-
plastic ( softened by heat) and therefore must be iron-
ed at a low temperature. They all resist water-carried 
spots and stains but carry static electricity. They are all 
moth resistant, and are not subject to mildew or bac-
terial damage, and therefore present no storage prob-
lems. 
This fact sheet includes only a few of the well 
known trade names under which the major synthetic 
fibers are sold. It includes some special facts about 
some of the fabrics sold under these trade names, gen-
eral care required for each generic group and some of 
the advantages and disadvantages of each. This infor-
mation is in no way intended to be a complete cover-
age of the field of today's fabrics and their care. 
FIBER-(GENERIC 
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Trade names (some Avjsco rayon, Enka Rayon, Avisco acetate, Estron, Arnel 
common ones) Avril, Zantrel, etc. Chromspun, Celaperm, Cel-
acloud, etc. 
Laundry and Care 
Advantages 
Disadvantages 
Other Information 
Can be washed, dry or wet 
cleaned, depending on finish, 
dye, etc.; be sure to follow 
instructions; should be ironed 
at low temperature 
More like cotton than any of 
the synthetics; most versatile 
manmade fiber; can be made 
to appear and feel like silk, 
wool, or linen; comfortable to 
wear; doesn't pill; doesn't 
build up static electricity; rel-
atively lint free unless it is a 
pile weave; will not melt, but 
will scorch; newer develop-
ments have washing qualities 
similar to cotton 
Older type rayons tend to 
shrink when washed; subject 
to mildew; wrinkle easily 
Newer rayons such as Avril 
and Zantrel can be blended 
with heat sensitive fibers to 
produce fabrics that do not 
shrink 
Poor washability; requires 
very low ironing temperature 
Low cost fiber; luxurious ap-
pearance; has good hand and 
drapes easily; has silk-like 
qualities and is often blended 
with rayon for pleasing tex-
tures; designs can be emboss-
ed permanently 
Will dissolve in acetone and 
other similar chemicals; some 
colors subject to fume fading, 
therefore buy solution dyed 
acetate; generates static elec-
tricity; not resistant to abra-
sion 
Crystal acetate popular for 
formal gowns and draperies; 
used for filling material and 
insulation in pillows, sleeping 
bags, etc; less expensive than 
polyester 
Use of a trade name does not imply endorse-
ment of one product over another. 
Easily laundered and drir 
rapidly; white fabrics m~ .. 
be chlorine bleached; strong-
er when wet than acetate 
Withstands higher tempera-
ture than acetate; is capable 
of holding durable pleats and 
creases; less sensitive to ace-
tone than acetate; resists 
glazing; pleats can be heat set 
May be susceptible to fume 
fading; not as easy-care, 
strong or abrasion resistant as 
synthetics, but costs less 
NYLON 
,Chemstn' Nylon, Capro-
lan, Enka nylon, Antron, 
Cantrece, etc. 
May t laundered or dry-
cleanec.. , ~nay be machined 
washed and drier dried if at 
low temperatures; mild 
bleaches may be used 
Not subject to insect damage; 
very strong fabric; does not 
wrinkle; resists non-oily 
stains; resists abrasion; has 
very low absorbency; may be 
heat set, pleated, and emboss-
ed; may be combined with 
cotton for added wearing 
qualities 
Chlorine bleaches may cause 
yellowing; accumulates static 
electricity; white nylon tends 
to gray or yellow with age; 
white nylon picks up dyes 
and soil when laundered with 
other c"l0rs; absorbs and 
holds l{ oils and perspira-
tion odor~ 
Antron more silk-like than 
other nylons; new whiter ny-
lons have been developed by 
use of optical whiteners; 
Cantrece used for sheer knits 
having dull finish and better 
fit (women's hosiery); much 
nylon used for stretch fabrics 
POLYESTER 
Dacron, Fortrel, Kodel, Vyc-
ron 
True wash and wear fibers 
may be bleached with chlo-
rine type bleach; needs little 
or no ironing; also drycleans 
well 
Outstanding wrinkle resist-
ance, wet or dry; good crease 
resistance; will hold sharp 
pleats; often found in com-
bination with other fibers 
such as cotton or wool 
More electrostatic than other 
fibers, and as a result light 
colors tend to hold soil and 
dark colors retain lint; color 
tends to crock (rub off) espe-
cially in areas of excessive 
abrasion or wear; greasy or 
oil spots must be removed be-
fore laundering 
Newer types developed to re-
sist pilling better than older 
Dacron; Kodel highly resist-
ant to heat also pill resistant; 
new whiter types; new types 
more silk-like in appearance 
and hand; newer types devel-
oped for better blending with 
wool; newer types anti-static 
treated; also suitable for bed-
ding, furniture padding, and 
insulation in clothing and 
sleeping bags 
ACRYLIC 
Acrilan, Creslan, Orlon, Ze-
fran 
Washes easily and dries 
quickly; requires low iron set-
ting; may be bleached with 
_chlorine type bleaches 
Has good wrinkle recovery; 
good pleat retention; good 
colorfastness; resists acids; 
soft fabric, feels light and 
airy; has good bulk and wool-
like appearance; non-felting 
and non-scratchy 
Has tendency to pill; low ab-
sorption; accumulates static; 
yellowed by heat; readily 
stained by oily type soil 
Zefran used for pile interlin-
ings, scatter rugs and blan-
kets; Zefkrome used in double 
knit garments; Orlon Sayelle 
has the characteristics of 
wool plus easy care proper-
ties and is used for fine knits 
and other fine wool-like fab-
ric 
SPANDEX 
Lycra, Vyrene, Spandelle, 
Glospan, Stretchever, etc. 
May be machine washed in 
warm water and dried at low 
heat setting; may be dry-
cleaned 
Stronger than rubber; may be 
used wherever rubber is used 
in wearing apparel; highly 
elastic; good holding power; 
resists abrasion; light in 
weight; resists body acids; 
has good resistance to cos-
metic lotions, body powder 
and oils; withstands dryclean-
ing better than rubber 
Should not be chlorine 
bleached 
Used for foundation gar-
ments, swimwear, su.rgical 
hose, sportswear, and athletic 
uniforms 
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NATURAL 
FIBERS 
Laundry and 
Care 
Advantages 
Disadvantages 
Other 
Information 
COTTON 
Can be washed under any 
conditions except in cases of 
special finishes; can be bleach-
ed with chlorine bleaches ex-
cept when prohibited by la-
bel; may be drycleaned if de-
sired 
Comfortable to wear; very 
absorbent and transmits mois-
ture away from body; very 
durable; does not build up 
static electricity; does not 
pill or melt; is stronger wet 
than dry 
Lacks elasticity; wrinkles eas-
ily unless specially finished; 
subject to mildew and rot; 
subject to strong acids unless 
specially treated 
"Long staple" or "combed" 
cotton may appear on the la-
bel to indicate fine quality; 
cotton fabrics may range 
from sheer to light weight to 
heavy and coarse; cotton fab-
rics are capable of accepting 
many types of special finishes 
WOOL 
Needs careful handling; 
should be pressed at low tem-
peratures; is not resistant to 
bleaching; wool is generally 
drycleaned, however certain 
manufacturers are now pro-
ducing washable woolens; 
read the label 
Warm and comfortable for 
most people to wear; absorbs 
moisture readily without 
making wearer feel cold; very 
resilient and elastic unless 
damp; holds creases and 
shape; natural oils in wool 
fibers make them slightly 
water repellent; does not 
flame, but will char; fairly 
resistant to acids 
Wool garments need to "rest" 
between wearings for best 
shape retention; very sensitive 
to alkali; readily attacked by 
moths and carpet bettles un-
less specially treated 
Fabrics made of wool are 
classified as "woolen" or 
"worsted"; woolens are made 
of weaker yarns that are 
bulkier, softer, fuzzier and of 
general lower quality; wool-
ens do not retain shape well; 
worsted yarns denote fine 
quality; they are lighter in 
weight, smoother, produce a 
firmer weave; worsteds take 
and hold a press well and are 
longer wearing than woolens; 
worsted yarns widely used in 
fabrics for tailored garments 
LINEN 
May be washed or dry-clean-
ed; white linen may be chlo-
rine bleached unless finish is 
chlorine retentive; withstands 
high ironing temperature 
Linen fabrics may be strong, 
durable, lustrous, sheer, or 
lightweight; cool and com-
fortable to wear; does not 
produce lint; resists moth 
damage; resistant to alkalis 
Like cotton, comfort to wear-
er is decreased by application 
of crease resistant finishes; 
easily damaged by acids; sub-
ject to mildew and rot unless 
specially treated; weakened 
by over bleaching; wrinkles 
easily unless specially treated 
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